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In a time where we are increasingly made aware of unsustainable 
and unethical corporations, it is important to ask, why do 
consumers continue to purchase their products? Why aren't more 
people 'voting' with their dollar and demanding higher 
environmental and ethical standards? Is it simply a lack of 
awareness or are there also underlying factors that increase our 
tolerance to unethical conduct? This paper reveals a phenomenon 
that shares similarities to the bystander effect: the middleman 
effect. The results of Experiment 1 reveal that participants are 
more likely to purchase unethical products if there are more 
middlemen involved in the manufacturing process.  Experiment 
2 reveals that while maintaining the same number of middlemen 
in a given situation, it is significant when the unethical conduct 
takes place in a series of linear events; as the unethical conduct 
gets closer to the point of purchase, the tolerance of unethical 
behaviour decreases. The middleman effect may be an important 
part of the puzzle which facilitates those around the world 
striving for an ethical and sustainable future. 
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Introduction 
 
When we study humankind we often discover many fantastic abilities. Ones 
that we might even feel rather proud of: the ability to survive for months without 
food (Stewart et al, 1973; Finnell et al, 2018), the ability to run for hundreds of 
miles (Millet et al, 2012; Knechtle et al, 2018), the ability to create positive 
scientific solutions (Powell et al, 2008; Chia et al, 2018), the want to help others 
(Warneken et al, 2006; Barragan et al, 2014). However, with the light comes 
some darkness as we have also discovered many unsettling flaws: the potential to 
harm ourselves (Brådvik, 2018; Roh et al, 2018), others (Lin et al, 2018; Stone, 
2019), and the environment (Cook et al, 2013; Cook et al, 2016), the potential to 
standby in great numbers and watch as unethical actions play out (Plötner et al, 
2015; Hortensius et al, 2018). 
The bystander effect is indeed very unsettling, but it would be incredibly 
unwise—and somewhat ironic—to turn a blind eye to such shortcomings. 
Tackling it head-on and deciphering the underlying mechanisms can help us 
evolve beyond the more undesirable traits of us Homo sapiens. 
The most well-known example of the bystander effect is that of Kitty 
Genovese. In 1964, Kitty was brutally attacked on her way home from work. 
When she screamed out in agony, thirty-eight of her neighbors rushed to their 
windows and watched in complete terror. Even though it took over half an hour 
to murder Kitty, none of these onlookers tried to intervene or even call the police 
(Latané et al, 1969). 
While it can be tempting to narrativize the inaction of others as apathetic or 
mean-spirited, there is often something more complicated going on. People, in 
general, do want to help and do want to support helpful others (Warneken et al, 
2006; Hamlin et al, 2007; Hamlin et al, 2011; Barragan et al, 2014), but being a 
part of an unknown group has unfortunate side-effects. 
Further studies have revealed that individuals are far more likely to intervene 
when there are fewer people involved in the situation (Latané et al, 1969; Brody 
et al, 2016). One explanation of this could be due to social anxieties and the fear 
of failure and judgment in front of a crowd. However, further experiments have 
shown that when the other bystanders are clearly unable to intervene—such as 
behind a barrier—then the participant is significantly more likely to help, 
suggesting that the effect may also be due to a diffusion of responsibility rather 
than mere social anxiety (Plötner et al, 2015). As part of an unfamiliar crowd, it 
is not immediately clear who should help. 
In addition to this, the events where people don't step up often require 
untrained and unrehearsed action, therefore, no one in the crowd may have a 
clear idea of how best to proceed (Latané et al, 1969). In hindsight, one can 
simplify the scenario by interpreting the possible decisions as binary: help or do 
nothing. However, to help would involve a series of decisions (Latané et al, 1969), 
ones that are often unique and unplanned. 
If one were to enter a given situation with a familiar intention, it is 
understandable that an unforeseen paradigm may cause freezing as one would 
have to reevaluate and think on the spot without the help of advice, prior 
experience, or known cultural stereotypes (Latané et al, 1969). 
This freezing carries with it a restrictive consequence. As a communicative 
and social species, we automatically scan for social cues (Visser et al, 2018), and 
when those around us are frozen, this can be problematic. Latané and Darley 
state that a frozen group can lead to pluralistic ignorance, where the individual is 
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influenced by what could appear to be a lack of concern from others, rendering 
the situation less serious yet more confusing (Latané et al, 1969). 
The lack of connection to the other bystanders appears to be a highly 
significant factor. When comparing groups of the same number, it has been 
shown that when they know each other they are far more likely to get involved in 
the situation (Latané et al, 1969; Brody et al, 2016). In further support of 
connection being a significant factor, it has been shown that greater proximity 
(Brody et al, 2016) and direct eye-contact with potential victims (Valentine,1980) 
significantly decreases the bystander effect. 
Given that the bystander effect's underlying mechanisms appear to involve 
forms of disconnection, perhaps it is no surprise that it is currently found within 
the modern domain of cyberbullying (Brody et al, 2016; Cieciura, 2016). 
This led me to consider the many scenarios in modern-day life where we can 
become part of a large group without direct authentic connections. Could these 
moments also be vulnerable to unethical decisions and inaction? 
I began to investigate the chains of production with highly processed 
products. Relatively speaking, this is also rather new territory for Homo sapiens. 
In hunter-gatherer times we would have direct connections to the source of our 
diets and technology. Yet in modern times, a single fast-food item can contain 
hundreds of ingredients that may involve hundreds of people from all around the 
world (Freequill, 2018). This dramatically increases disconnection, especially 
when we consider the inclusion of multiple middlemen. 
If we take an apple as a simplified example, most people are not personally 
plucking the apple from the tree, they are instead purchasing their apple from the 
supermarket. And as the cashier didn't pick the apple either, the supermarket 
could be viewed as a middleman. What's more, the supermarket is likely to have 
purchased the apple from an apple seller rather than directly from the farmer, 
therefore we can see a chain of multiple middlemen. This chain quickly grows 
when we consider additional elements such as packaging, storage, and 
transportation. And it grows exponentially further when we consider highly 
processed goods with numerous ingredients or components. 
Therefore we have scenarios where consumers are increasingly disconnected 
from the source. And as a result, they are significantly less likely to be aware of 
how the product is created, and how it made its way to the supermarket shelf. 
One could argue that this lack of connection facilitates unethical practices. 
That is to say that as there are more middlemen involved, there are several 
direct connection breakers that could facilitate clandestine activities thus 
increasing the opportunity for unethical behavior. However, in addition to this, 
could this chain of individuals also lead to a diffusion of responsibility and thus 
increase tolerance of unethical behavior? In other words, is there a bystander-
esque effect in extended chains of production? Is there a middleman effect? 
This paper reveals two new experiments that explore the potential of a 
middleman effect. Experiment 1 explores the hypothesis that participants will be 
more likely to tolerate unethical behavior if there are more middlemen involved 
in a given situation. Experiment 2 explores the hypothesis that participants will 
be more likely to support unethical behavior if there are more middlemen after 
the unethical conduct has taken place. That is to say that while maintaining the 
same number of middlemen in a given situation, it is hypothesized that it is 
significant when the unethical conduct takes place in a series of events. Based on 
the bystander effect, it is predicted that if there are more middlemen between an 
unethical incident and a consumer, then the consumer will be more likely to 
purchase the product despite it being revealed to be ethically compromised. 
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Experiment 1 
 
Experiment 1 explores the hypothesis that participants will be more likely to 
support unethical behavior if there are more middlemen involved in a given 
situation. 
 
Participants 
 
100 US Students took part in the experiment. In an attempt to reduce 
variables all participants also had the following in common: aged 18-25, 
Caucasian ethnicity, and English-only spoken at home. 
 
Procedure 
 
The students were randomly assigned to one of two groups: Group AD and 
Group AN (50 participants per group). 
Each participant was asked to complete an anonymous survey. Before starting 
they were reminded that there is no right or wrong answer and that they should 
give their honest opinion. 
As part of the survey, the participants had to read through a hypothetical 
scenario before answering a relevant question. The scenario explores the 
production of a product, whereby each ingredient is supplied to the manufacturer 
by a unique middleman, thus the more ingredients in the product, the more 
middlemen involved. 
The scenario states that the participant normally purchases the product once 
a week but they learn that one of the middlemen cuts corners to increase profit. 
To reduce overheads this middleman uses a supplier that dumps toxic waste into 
a river rather than paying for it to be responsibly recycled. The participants were 
then asked if they would continue to purchase the product after being informed 
of the unethical conduct. 
The scenario given to Group AD contained four middlemen (Mr. A, Mr. B, 
Mr. C, and Mr. D). Whereas the scenario given to Group AN contained fourteen 
middlemen (Mr. A, Mr. B, Mr. C, and so on). Aside from the number of 
middlemen involved, both scenarios where identical. In both hypothetical 
scenarios, Mr. C is the only middleman revealed to conduct unethical behavior. 
 
*A note on the survey delivery method. 
A known concern with experiments in social sciences is that the researchers 
conducting the experiment might be able to influence the results (Rosenthal, 
1966; Conty et al, 2010; Doyen et al, 2012), even without intending to do so. To 
protect against this, a third-party UK organization was used to distribute all of 
the surveys used in the experiments. The third-party uses an automated 
distribution service and they were unaware of the purpose of the survey or any 
hypotheses attached to it. None of the participants were permitted to enter more 
than one experiment and/or more than one group. That is to say that as there 
are two experiments in this paper, with 100 participants each, there are 200 
unique participants in total; all of them were paid for their participation. 
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Results 
 
In Group AD, 26% stated that they would still purchase the product (N = 
50).  
In Group AN, 38% stated that they would still purchase the product (N = 
50).  
 
In accordance with the hypothesis, there was a significant difference between 
the two groups, t(97) = -1.28, p = .2. In particular, the data revealed that the 
group with fewer middlemen were less likely to support unethical behavior. 
When there were four middlemen involved, 26% of the participants stated 
that they would continue to purchase the product despite learning about the 
unethical conduct. Whereas, when there were fourteen middlemen involved, 38% 
of the participants stated that they would continue to purchase the product. 
Therefore, more middlemen resulted in a 12% increase in consumer tolerance of 
unethical corporate practices. 
 
 
Experiment 2 
 
Experiment 2 explores the hypothesis that participants will be more likely to 
support unethical behavior if there are more middlemen after the unethical 
conduct. That is to say that while maintaining the same number of middlemen in 
a given situation, it is hypothesized that it is significant when the unethical 
conduct takes place in a series of linear events. 
 
 
Participants 
 
100 US Students took part in the experiment. In an attempt to reduce 
variables, all participants also had the following in common: aged 18-25, 
Caucasian ethnicity, and English-only spoken at home. 
 
 
Procedure 
 
The students were randomly assigned to one of two groups: Group B and 
Group E (50 participants per group). 
Each participant was asked to complete an anonymous survey. Before starting 
they were reminded that there is no right or wrong answer and that they should 
give their honest opinion. 
As part of the survey, the participants had to read through a hypothetical 
scenario before answering a relevant question. The scenario explores a linear 
chain of events that lead to the production of a pencil. Each step is facilitated by 
a unique middleman: Mr. E, Mr. D, Mr. C, Mr. B, and Mr. A. 
Mr. E is the middleman at the beginning of the chain of events, as he buys 
wood and sells it to the woodcarver. The woodcarver then makes wooden tubes 
for pencil production. Mr. D buys the wooden tubes and sells them to the 
painter. The painter then paints the wooden tubes. Mr. C buys the painted 
wooden tubes and sells them to the graphite worker. The graphite worker then 
inserts graphite into the painted wooden tubes to finish the pencils. Mr. B buys 
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the completed pencils and sells them to Mr. A. Mr. A sells the pencils to the 
public from his stationery store. 
The participants are asked to imagine that they wanted to purchase one of 
the pencils but they learn that one of the middlemen is using unethical business 
practices. 
The unethical scenario and the number of middlemen involved in the situation 
remained consistent between the two groups, the only difference is which 
middleman is revealed to be unethical. In Group E's hypothetical scenario, Mr. E 
is revealed to partake in unethical conduct, whereas in Group B's hypothetical 
scenario, Mr. B is revealed to partake in unethical conduct. Therefore from 
Group E's perspective, there are four middlemen between their purchase and the 
unethical conduct. Whereas from Group B's perspective, there is only one 
middleman between their purchase and the unethical conduct. 
Below is the chain of middlemen for both groups with the unethical 
middleman in bold font: 
Group E: Source > Mr. E > Mr. D > Mr. C > Mr. B > Mr. A > Consumer 
Group B: Source > Mr. E > Mr. D > Mr. C > Mr. B > Mr. A > Consumer 
 
 
Results 
 
In Group B, 66% stated that they would still purchase the product (N = 50).  
In Group E, 74% stated that they would still purchase the product (N = 50). 
 
In accordance with the hypothesis, there was a significant difference between 
the two groups, t(97) = -0.86, p = .3. In particular, the data revealed that the 
group with more middlemen between them and the unethical conduct was more 
likely to purchase the product. 
When there were four middlemen following the unethical behavior, 74% of the 
participants stated that they would still purchase the product. Yet when there 
was only one middleman following the unethical behavior, 66% of the 
participants stated that they would still purchase the product. 
 
 
Discussion 
 
While there is mounting work aiming to decipher how corporations could 
become more ethical (Hegarty et al, 1978; Tenbrunsel et al, 2003; Trevino et al, 
2006), less research is pursuing why consumers continue to support unethical 
corporations. And when looking specifically at the research of middlemen, the 
focus appears to be exploring how middlemen can help or hinder corporations 
rather than how they may facilitate or perpetuate unethical conduct (Rubinstein 
et al, 1987; Lizzeri, 1999; Rust et al, 2003; Wright et al, 2014; Krakovsky, 2015; 
Biglaiser et al, 2017; Biglaiser et al, 2018). 
When looking at unethical corporate behaviour, I believe it is well worthwhile 
considering both sides of the story: corporate unethical conduct, and consumer 
ignorance or tolerance. In many situations, effective reform can be enforced from 
the end of the production line, as once the majority of consumers refuse to 
purchase a given product, corporate change is inevitable. 
It has been suggested that when participants feel that they have less control 
of a situation they are more tolerant of unethical conduct (Gottfredson et al, 
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1990; Baumeister et al, 2001; Trevino et al, 2006; Mead et al, 2009). Perhaps 
being the last link in an extended chain of events can make consumers feel as 
though they have little power. Perhaps it is better to view the chain of events as 
a bicycle chain, where the last link is connected to the first, thus creating a 
closed-loop. While the consumer may not have been involved directly in the 
unethical practice, when they purchase the item, they are enabling it to continue. 
This may be at the heart of the middleman effect. In addition to a bystander-
esque component, where there is a diffusion of responsibility, there may also be 
the illusion of complete powerlessness, as they may view themselves as the last 
stop of a journey. Perhaps, as a result, consumers may feel less guilt as 
influencing the unethical conduct may appear less likely. Lower levels of guilt 
have been strongly related to increased unethical behaviour in prior research and 
so perhaps it is also part of the middleman effect (Tangney et al, 2007; Cohen et 
al, 2011; Cohen et al, 2012; Arli et al, 2017). 
What leads to unethical decision-making is notoriously complex, containing 
many nuanced factors such as culture, age, wealth, personality, and philosophical 
beliefs (Tenbrunsel et al, 2008; Kish-Gephart et al, 2010; Macdonald, 2019), yet 
it is important to remember to factor in the systems that we are part of and the 
complete chain of events that play a role in a seaming isolated moment. 
Multiple middlemen might be influencing unethical behavior in many ways. 
As there are more apparent breaks in the production chain there could be more 
opportunities for corporations to cut corners or partake in covert activities. When 
there are more intermediaries involved perhaps the consumer is less aware of the 
complete story. And the middleman effect shows us that if there is unethical 
behavior, and the consumer is aware, they may be more likely to tolerate it when 
there are more middlemen involved. This compounding effect is disconcerting 
when we consider that current transactions are almost exclusively made through 
multiple middlemen (Biglaiser et al, 2017). 
 
 
Concluding Remarks 
 
It is interesting to consider current unethical tolerance under a new paradigm. 
Suppose that there were no middlemen involved and that an item's components 
were sourced, assembled, and sold from one location, with complete transparency. 
In this hypothetical scenario, one could obtain their desired item directly from 
the source, similar to the hunter-gatherer of old. They would be communicating 
with the person responsible for every step. In this paradigm, when purchasing the 
item, it is more apparent that the consumer is funding each step and the 
continuation or even growth of the operation. 
It is interesting to consider whether we would still purchase some of our 
modern items if every link in the production chain were grouped together and 
laid out in front of us in this fashion. Would we still purchase certain 
unsustainable products if we saw the acres of rainforest that had to be cleared 
every second? (Holley, 2017) Would we still buy palm oil if we saw the trees on 
fire, inhabited by one of the last families of orangutans? (Scientific American, 
2012) Would we still buy designer clothing if we could see the textile factories 
poisoning the rivers in Bangladesh and subsequently poisoning the local 
communities and wildlife? (Webber, 2017) Would we still buy smartphones if we 
saw the four-year-old children working in the harmful and unregulated cobalt 
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mines of the Congo? (Frankel, 2016) And would we purchase certain brands of 
chocolate if we saw the child slave workers of the Ivory Coast? (Clarke, 2015) 
If it were directly in front of us and more evident that our consumption can 
support unethical conduct, would we be more inclined to 'vote' with our dollar? 
The unpleasant truth is that the clothes we are wearing, the food we are 
about to eat, and the items that fill our homes, are likely to carry some form of 
suffering. And this suffering might be destined to grow when we feel as though 
we are disconnected from the process. 
In our current systems, the recurring crimes are so jarring as they conflict 
with fundamental human values. It is a sad state of affairs when you can make a 
video of a current factory with no edits, narration, or emotional music, and when 
you show that video to the consumer they may cry, feel angry and incredibly 
misled. When the truth can hurt so deeply, we have to create a better truth. 
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